
Forensic Psychology: 
Understanding Criminal 
Behaviour
This presentation explores the fascinating field of forensic psychology, examining 
how psychological principles are applied to understand criminal behaviour and 
improve the criminal justice system. We'll investigate various approaches to offender 
profiling, biological and psychological explanations of criminal behaviour, and 
methods for managing and rehabilitating offenders. Each section includes practice 
questions to help prepare for your A-level examinations, with mark allocations to 
guide your responses.

Forensic psychology bridges the gap between psychological theory and criminal 
justice practice, offering insights that help us understand why people commit crimes 
and how we might prevent reoffending. Throughout this presentation, we'll examine 
evidence-based approaches and critically evaluate their effectiveness in real-world 
contexts.

by Stephen Renwick



Introduction to Offender Profiling
Offender profiling is a forensic technique used to identify the likely characteristics of an unknown criminal based on analysis of the crime scene, the 
nature of the offence, and other behavioural evidence. This investigative tool aims to narrow down the pool of suspects and provide law 
enforcement with actionable intelligence.

Profiling has gained popularity through media portrayals but remains a controversial technique within forensic psychology. Its effectiveness varies 
depending on the type of crime, the quality of evidence available, and the methodology employed. While not infallible, profiling can provide 
valuable insights when traditional investigative methods have been exhausted.

The field has evolved significantly since its inception, with various approaches developing over time. In the following slides, we'll examine the two 
primary methodologies: the top-down approach, which begins with predetermined categories, and the bottom-up approach, which builds profiles 
based on empirical evidence.

Exam Question:
Explain what is meant by offender profiling in forensic 
psychology. [3 marks]

Exam Question:
Discuss two limitations of using offender profiling in criminal 
investigations. [4 marks]



The Top-Down Approach to Profiling
The top-down approach to offender profiling, developed primarily by the FBI in the United States, begins with predetermined categories into which 
offenders are classified. This approach relies on the experience and intuition of investigators who have worked on similar cases in the past.

Organised Offenders
Organised offenders typically display the following characteristics:

Plan their crimes meticulously

Display above-average intelligence

Maintain social competence

Often have stable employment

Methodically select victims

Control the crime scene

Take precautions to avoid leaving evidence

May take trophies or souvenirs

Crime scenes left by organised offenders appear controlled and 
planned, with little forensic evidence. These offenders often live some 
distance from the crime scene and may use their own vehicle.

Disorganised Offenders
Disorganised offenders typically display these characteristics:

Act impulsively with little planning

Often have below-average intelligence

Poor social skills

Frequently unemployed or in menial jobs

Select victims opportunistically

Leave chaotic crime scenes

Leave significant forensic evidence

May live near the crime scene

Crime scenes left by disorganised offenders appear spontaneous and 
messy, with abundant evidence. These offenders may return to the 
scene or follow media coverage of their crimes.

Critics argue that this dichotomy is overly simplistic, as many offenders display a mixture of organised and disorganised traits. The approach has 
also been criticised for lacking empirical validation and relying too heavily on anecdotal evidence from a limited sample of offenders.

Exam Question:
Outline two differences between organised and disorganised 
offenders according to the top-down approach to offender 
profiling. [4 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the usefulness of the organised/disorganised typology 
in criminal investigations. [8 marks]



The Bottom-Up Approach to Profiling
The bottom-up approach to offender profiling, developed primarily in the UK, takes a more empirical and statistical approach than the top-down 
method. Rather than beginning with predetermined categories, this approach builds profiles based on data collected from numerous cases, 
identifying patterns and correlations between crime scene behaviours and offender characteristics.

Investigative Psychology
Developed by David Canter, investigative psychology applies 
psychological principles to criminal investigation. It focuses on 
identifying patterns in criminal behaviour through statistical 
analysis of large datasets. Canter's approach emphasises the 
importance of understanding the relationship between the offender 
and victim, the significance of the crime location, and the 
consistency of criminal behaviour across multiple offences.

The approach uses multidimensional scaling to identify 
behavioural themes in criminal actions, such as whether the 
offender treats victims as objects, vehicles for their anger, or as 
people. These themes can then be linked to offender 
characteristics.

Geographical Profiling
Geographical profiling analyses the locations of connected crimes 
to predict where an offender might live or work. This approach is 
based on two key principles:

Distance decay: Offenders are more likely to commit crimes 
closer to their home base, with frequency decreasing as 
distance increases

Buffer zone: Offenders typically avoid committing crimes in 
their immediate neighbourhood to reduce the risk of 
recognition

By mapping crime locations and applying these principles, 
investigators can identify a probable area where the offender is 
based, helping to prioritise suspects and focus resources.

The bottom-up approach has gained credibility for its scientific rigour and empirical foundation. However, it requires substantial data to be effective 
and may be less useful for rare or unique crimes where statistical patterns are difficult to establish.

Exam Question:
Explain how geographical profiling can help identify the location 
of an unknown offender. [4 marks]

Exam Question:
Compare and contrast the top-down and bottom-up approaches 
to offender profiling. [8 marks]



Historical Biological Explanations: Atavistic Form
The earliest biological explanations of criminal behaviour emerged in the 19th century, with Cesare Lombroso's theory of atavistic form being 
particularly influential. Lombroso, often considered the father of criminology, proposed that criminals represented a form of evolutionary 
throwback or atavism4essentially, a reversion to a more primitive human type.

Lombroso's Theory
After examining the bodies and skulls of executed criminals, Lombroso 
concluded that criminals could be identified by certain physical 
characteristics or "stigmata" that indicated their criminal nature. 
These included:

Asymmetrical facial features

Unusually sized ears

Sloping foreheads

Prominent jaws and cheekbones

Excessive body hair

Long arms

Extra fingers, toes, or nipples

Lombroso claimed that the more of these features an individual 
possessed, the more likely they were to be a "born criminal" who was 
biologically predisposed to antisocial behaviour. He later modified his 
theory to acknowledge that environmental factors could also 
contribute to criminality.

Evaluation of Atavistic Theory
Lombroso's theory has been thoroughly discredited for numerous 
reasons:

Methodological flaws in his research, including confirmation bias 
and lack of control groups

No consistent correlation between physical features and criminal 
behaviour

Failure to account for socioeconomic factors in crime

Inherent racism and classism in the application of the theory

Deterministic view that denied free will and the possibility of 
rehabilitation

Despite its scientific invalidity, Lombroso's work was historically 
significant in establishing criminology as a field of study and 
introducing the idea that criminal behaviour might have biological 
components4a concept that continues in more sophisticated forms 
today.

Exam Question:
Outline Lombroso's theory of atavistic form as an explanation 
for criminal behaviour. [4 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the scientific credibility of Lombroso's atavistic theory 
of criminality. [6 marks]



Modern Biological Explanations: Genetics and 
Neurology
Modern biological explanations of criminal behaviour have moved beyond the crude physical determinism of Lombroso to focus on more 
sophisticated genetic and neurological factors. These approaches use advanced technologies and methodologies to identify potential biological 
correlates of antisocial behaviour.

Genetic Explanations
Research into the genetic basis of criminal behaviour has employed 
several methodologies:

Family studies show higher rates of criminality in relatives of 
offenders, suggesting a possible genetic component

Twin studies compare concordance rates between 
monozygotic (identical) and dizygotic (fraternal) twins. Higher 
concordance in identical twins suggests genetic influence

Adoption studies examine whether adopted children's 
behaviour correlates more strongly with biological or adoptive 
parents

Molecular genetics research has identified specific genes that 
may influence antisocial behaviour, such as the MAOA gene 
(sometimes controversially called the "warrior gene")

Evidence suggests that genetics may account for approximately 40-
60% of the variance in antisocial behaviour, though genes likely 
interact with environmental factors rather than directly causing 
criminality.

Neural Explanations
Neurological research has identified several brain-based factors 
potentially linked to criminal behaviour:

Prefrontal cortex dysfunction may impair impulse control, 
decision-making, and moral reasoning

Amygdala abnormalities can affect emotional processing and 
fear conditioning

Neurotransmitter imbalances, particularly involving serotonin 
and dopamine, may influence aggression and reward-seeking 
behaviour

Brain injuries, especially to the frontal lobes, can sometimes 
lead to personality changes and antisocial behaviour

Neuroimaging studies have found structural and functional 
differences in the brains of some violent offenders compared to 
non-offenders, though the causal direction of these differences 
remains unclear.

While modern biological explanations provide valuable insights, they raise ethical concerns about determinism, free will, and the potential for 
discrimination. Most researchers now favour a biosocial approach that recognises the complex interaction between biological predispositions and 
environmental triggers in the development of criminal behaviour.

Exam Question:
Explain how twin studies have contributed to our understanding 
of genetic influences on criminal behaviour. [4 marks]

Exam Question:
Discuss the ethical implications of biological explanations of 
criminal behaviour for the criminal justice system. [8 marks]



Eysenck's Theory of Criminal Personality
Hans Eysenck proposed one of the most influential psychological theories of criminal behaviour, suggesting that criminality is linked to specific 
personality dimensions that have biological underpinnings. His theory combines biological predispositions with environmental learning to explain 
why some individuals develop criminal tendencies.

Key Personality Dimensions
Eysenck identified three key personality dimensions relevant to 
criminal behaviour:

Extraversion-Introversion (E): Extraverts seek stimulation due to 
low cortical arousal and are more difficult to condition because 
they form weaker associations between behaviour and 
consequences

Neuroticism-Stability (N): Highly neurotic individuals experience 
stronger emotional reactions to stress and are more likely to 
develop maladaptive responses

Psychoticism (P): Added later to the theory, this dimension is 
characterised by aggressiveness, coldness, impulsivity, and 
antisocial tendencies

According to Eysenck, individuals who score high on all three 
dimensions (high E, high N, high P) are at greatest risk of developing 
criminal behaviour patterns, as they are both difficult to socialise 
through conditioning and prone to emotional reactivity.

Conscience Development
Eysenck proposed that conscience development occurs through 
classical conditioning:

Children engage in antisocial behaviours and are punished1.

This punishment creates anxiety that becomes associated with the 
antisocial behaviour

2.

Eventually, the antisocial behaviour alone triggers anxiety 
(conditioned response)

3.

This anxiety serves as an internal deterrent against antisocial 
behaviour

4.

Individuals with high extraversion are harder to condition because 
they form weaker associations between behaviour and punishment. 
Those with high neuroticism develop stronger emotional responses 
but may be overwhelmed by them. Those with high psychoticism are 
less sensitive to others' suffering and thus less responsive to social 
conditioning.

Eysenck argued that criminals have "undersocialised" consciences due 
to this combination of personality factors and possibly inadequate 
conditioning experiences during childhood.

Research has provided mixed support for Eysenck's theory. While studies have found that offenders often score higher on psychoticism and 
sometimes on extraversion, the relationship with neuroticism is less consistent. Critics argue that the theory is overly deterministic and fails to 
account for the role of cognitive factors and social learning in criminal behaviour.

Exam Question:
Explain how Eysenck's personality theory accounts for the 
development of criminal behaviour. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the research evidence for Eysenck's theory of criminal 
personality. [8 marks]



Cognitive Explanations: Moral Reasoning
Cognitive explanations of criminal behaviour focus on how offenders think, reason, and interpret the world around them. These approaches 
suggest that criminal behaviour stems from deficits or distortions in cognitive processes, particularly those related to moral reasoning and social 
cognition.

Pre-conventional Level
At this basic level, moral decisions are 
based on avoiding punishment and 
gaining rewards. Rules are followed to 
avoid negative consequences, not because 
of an understanding of right and wrong. 
Some offenders remain fixed at this level, 
making decisions based solely on self-
interest and the likelihood of getting 
caught rather than moral principles.

Conventional Level
At this intermediate level, individuals 
conform to social norms and fulfil social 
roles. They follow rules to maintain social 
order and gain approval from others. Most 
adults function at this level, understanding 
that laws exist to protect society. Offenders 
at this level may justify their crimes as 
exceptions to rules or claim they were 
following different social norms (e.g., gang 
codes).

Post-conventional Level
At this advanced level, individuals develop 
universal ethical principles that may 
transcend societal laws. They make moral 
judgments based on abstract concepts like 
justice, equality, and human dignity. Few 
people reach this level consistently. 
Offenders rarely operate at this level, 
though some political criminals might 
justify their actions through post-
conventional reasoning about higher 
principles.

Research by Kohlberg and others has found that offenders typically demonstrate lower levels of moral reasoning than non-offenders, often 
remaining at the pre-conventional level where self-interest dominates decision-making. This suggests that helping offenders develop more 
sophisticated moral reasoning might reduce criminal behaviour.

However, critics note that knowing what is morally right doesn't necessarily translate to doing what is morally right4the "moral action gap." Other 
factors, such as impulse control, peer influence, and situational pressures, also play important roles in determining whether someone engages in 
criminal behaviour.

Exam Question:
Describe Kohlberg's levels of moral reasoning and explain how 
they might relate to criminal behaviour. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
To what extent can deficits in moral reasoning explain why 
people commit crimes? [8 marks]



Cognitive Distortions in Offenders
Cognitive distortions are errors in thinking that allow individuals to justify, minimise, or rationalise harmful behaviour. These distorted thought 
patterns play a significant role in enabling offenders to overcome moral inhibitions and engage in criminal acts without experiencing debilitating 
guilt or shame.

Hostile Attribution Bias
Hostile attribution bias is a tendency to interpret ambiguous social 
cues as threatening or hostile. Individuals with this bias:

Perceive hostility in neutral or ambiguous situations

Believe others have malicious intentions toward them

React aggressively to perceived threats

Use these perceptions to justify pre-emptive aggression

For example, an offender might interpret someone accidentally 
bumping into them as a deliberate act of disrespect requiring a 
violent response. This bias is particularly common in violent 
offenders and may develop from early experiences of abuse or 
exposure to violence.

Minimisation
Minimisation involves downplaying the harm caused by criminal 
behaviour. Offenders using this distortion:

Underestimate the impact of their actions on victims

Dismiss the seriousness of their offences

Use euphemisms to describe their crimes

Compare their actions favourably to worse offences

For instance, a burglar might claim "I only took what they could 
afford to lose" or "No one was hurt," ignoring the psychological 
trauma and violation experienced by victims. Minimisation allows 
offenders to maintain a positive self-image despite engaging in 
harmful behaviour.

Other common cognitive distortions among offenders include:

Moral justification: "I did it for a good reason" (e.g., stealing to feed family)

Displacement of responsibility: "I was just following orders" or "Everyone does it"

Victim blaming: "They deserved it" or "They were asking for it"

Dehumanisation: Viewing victims as objects or less than human

Cognitive-behavioural interventions with offenders often focus on identifying and challenging these distortions, helping offenders develop more 
realistic and empathetic thinking patterns that can reduce the likelihood of reoffending.

Exam Question:
Explain how hostile attribution bias might contribute to violent 
criminal behaviour. [4 marks]

Exam Question:
Discuss how cognitive distortions enable offenders to commit 
crimes without experiencing guilt. [6 marks]



Differential Association Theory
Differential Association Theory, developed by Edwin Sutherland, is a social learning explanation of criminal behaviour that focuses on how criminal 
attitudes and behaviours are learned through interaction with others. Unlike biological or personality theories, this approach emphasises the role 
of social environment in shaping criminal tendencies.

Core Principles
Sutherland proposed nine principles, with the central ideas being:

Criminal behaviour is learned, not inherited or invented1.

Learning occurs through interaction with others in intimate 
personal groups

2.

The learning includes techniques for committing crimes and 
specific motives, drives, rationalisations, and attitudes

3.

The direction of motives and drives is learned from definitions of 
legal codes as favourable or unfavourable

4.

A person becomes delinquent when definitions favourable to law 
violation exceed definitions unfavourable to law violation

5.

The theory suggests that criminal behaviour emerges when an 
individual is exposed to more attitudes and rationalisations that favour 
breaking the law than those that favour obeying it. This "differential 
association" determines whether someone develops criminal 
tendencies.

Evaluation
Strengths of Differential Association Theory include:

Explains why crime tends to cluster in certain communities and 
families

Accounts for how specific criminal techniques and values are 
transmitted

Recognises the importance of peer groups in adolescent offending

Supported by research showing correlation between delinquent 
peers and criminal behaviour

Limitations include:

Difficulty measuring "definitions favourable to law violation"

Doesn't fully explain why people with similar exposures make 
different choices

Neglects individual differences in susceptibility to peer influence

May confuse cause and effect (do delinquent peers cause crime or 
do criminals seek delinquent peers?)

Modern versions of the theory, such as Akers' Social Learning Theory, have expanded Sutherland's ideas by incorporating principles of operant 
conditioning. These approaches emphasise that criminal behaviour is reinforced through direct rewards (material gain, status, excitement) and 
vicarious learning (observing others being rewarded for criminal behaviour).

Exam Question:
Outline the main principles of Differential Association Theory as 
an explanation of criminal behaviour. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the usefulness of Differential Association Theory in 
explaining why crime rates vary between different communities. 
[8 marks]



Psychodynamic Explanations of Criminal Behaviour
Psychodynamic explanations of criminal behaviour derive from Freud's psychoanalytic theory and focus on unconscious processes, early childhood 
experiences, and intrapsychic conflicts. These approaches suggest that criminal behaviour stems from unresolved psychological issues that 
originate in childhood development.

Personality Structure and Crime
According to Freudian theory, personality consists of three 
components:

Id: The primitive, instinctual part of the mind containing 
aggressive and sexual impulses that operates on the pleasure 
principle

Ego: The rational part that mediates between the id and 
external reality, operating on the reality principle

Superego: The moral component that incorporates societal 
values and standards, creating feelings of guilt when these 
standards are violated

Criminal behaviour may result from:

An overly powerful id that overwhelms the ego's control 
mechanisms

A weak or underdeveloped superego that fails to generate guilt 
or remorse

An overly harsh superego that creates so much unconscious 
guilt that the individual seeks punishment through criminal 
acts

Developmental Factors
Psychodynamic theories emphasise the importance of early 
childhood experiences in the development of criminal tendencies:

Maternal deprivation: Bowlby suggested that separation from 
the mother during critical periods could lead to an inability to 
form attachments and develop empathy, potentially leading to 
psychopathy

Inadequate parenting: Failure to set appropriate boundaries 
may prevent proper superego development

Childhood trauma: Traumatic experiences may create fixations 
or defence mechanisms that manifest as criminal behaviour

Identification with the aggressor: Children who are abused 
may identify with their abusers and repeat the behaviour

Modern psychodynamic approaches have evolved beyond classical Freudian theory to incorporate object relations theory, attachment theory, and 
self psychology. These perspectives emphasise how early relationships shape internal working models that guide later behaviour, including 
criminal actions.

While psychodynamic explanations provide rich theoretical frameworks for understanding individual cases, they have been criticised for being 
difficult to test empirically, relying heavily on retrospective case studies, and potentially overlooking social and biological factors that contribute to 
criminal behaviour.

Exam Question:
Explain how an underdeveloped superego might contribute to 
criminal behaviour according to psychodynamic theory. [4 
marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the strengths and limitations of psychodynamic 
explanations of criminal behaviour. [8 marks]



Custodial Sentencing: Aims and Effects
Custodial sentencing4imprisonment or detention in a secure facility4is a common response to serious criminal behaviour in most justice systems. 
Understanding both the intended aims and the actual psychological effects of incarceration is crucial for evaluating its effectiveness as a strategy for 
dealing with offending behaviour.

Aims of Custodial Sentencing
The criminal justice system typically cites several aims for imprisoning 
offenders:

Punishment: Imposing a penalty proportionate to the crime to 
satisfy justice

Incapacitation: Physically preventing offenders from committing 
further crimes while incarcerated

Deterrence: Discouraging the offender (specific deterrence) and 
others (general deterrence) from committing crimes

Rehabilitation: Providing programmes and interventions to 
address the causes of criminal behaviour

Public protection: Keeping dangerous individuals away from 
potential victims

Reparation: Making amends to victims or society, often through 
work programmes

These aims sometimes conflict with each other, creating tensions in 
how prisons are designed and operated. For example, harsh conditions 
might serve punishment aims but undermine rehabilitation goals.

Psychological Effects of Imprisonment
Research has identified numerous psychological effects of custodial 
sentencing:

Prisonisation: Adaptation to prison culture and norms, often 
involving adopting antisocial attitudes

Institutionalisation: Becoming dependent on the prison structure 
and unable to function independently

Identity loss: Erosion of personal identity as individuals are 
reduced to numbers and categories

Hypervigilance: Constant alertness to threats, leading to stress 
and anxiety

Emotional suppression: Learning to hide vulnerability, potentially 
reducing empathy

Post-traumatic stress: Developing PTSD symptoms from 
witnessing or experiencing violence

Relationship damage: Weakening of family bonds and social 
support networks

These effects can make reintegration into society more difficult and 
may actually increase the risk of reoffending after release.

The effectiveness of custodial sentencing in achieving its aims is debated. While it succeeds at incapacitation during the sentence period, evidence 
for its deterrent effect is mixed. Recidivism rates remain high in many countries, suggesting limitations in its rehabilitative function. Some argue that 
the psychological harms of imprisonment may outweigh its benefits for many non-violent offenders, leading to increased interest in alternative 
sentencing approaches.

Exam Question:
Outline three aims of custodial sentencing in the criminal justice 
system. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Discuss the psychological effects of imprisonment and how they 
might influence an offender's likelihood of reoffending after 
release. [8 marks]



Recidivism: Understanding Reoffending
Recidivism4the tendency of ex-offenders to reoffend after release4represents one of the most significant challenges in the criminal justice system. 
Understanding the factors that contribute to recidivism is essential for developing effective interventions to break the cycle of criminal behaviour.

1

Recidivism rates vary significantly based on offence type, demographic factors, and the quality of post-release support. In the UK, approximately 
29% of adults reoffend within one year of release, with rates being higher for those serving short sentences and those with multiple previous 
convictions.

Research suggests that comprehensive approaches addressing multiple risk factors simultaneously are most effective in reducing recidivism. These 
typically combine cognitive-behavioural interventions, substance abuse treatment, education and vocational training, and structured community 
support. The Risk-Need-Responsivity model, which tailors interventions to an offender's specific risk factors and learning style, has shown 
particular promise in reducing reoffending rates.

Exam Question:
Explain three factors that increase the risk of recidivism in ex-
offenders. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the effectiveness of psychological interventions in 
reducing recidivism rates. [8 marks]

Psychological Factors
Individual characteristics that influence 

reoffending include:

Criminal thinking patterns and cognitive 
distortions

Poor impulse control and decision-
making skills

Mental health issues and substance 
abuse problems

Low self-efficacy and negative identity 
formation

Social Factors
Interpersonal and community influences 
include:

Association with criminal peers and 
networks

Lack of prosocial support systems

Family dysfunction or rejection

Community disorganisation and high 
crime rates

Structural Factors
Societal and institutional barriers include:

Employment discrimination against ex-
offenders

Housing instability and homelessness

Limited access to education and training

Inadequate transition planning and 
support

Institutional Factors
Prison-related influences include:

Criminal skill acquisition during 
incarceration

Trauma and psychological damage from 
prison experience

Disruption of positive social ties

Stigmatisation and labelling effects



Behaviour Modification in Custody
Behaviour modification programmes in custodial settings aim to change offenders' problematic behaviours and thought patterns through 
systematic application of psychological principles. These interventions represent the practical application of psychological theories to 
rehabilitation within the constraints of the prison environment.

Cognitive-Behavioural Programmes
The most widely used approach in modern correctional settings, 
cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) programmes focus on 
changing the distorted thinking patterns that support criminal 
behaviour. Key components include:

Cognitive restructuring to identify and challenge criminal 
thinking errors

Social skills training to develop prosocial interaction abilities

Problem-solving training to find non-criminal solutions to life 
challenges

Moral reasoning development to enhance ethical decision-
making

Examples include the Reasoning and Rehabilitation (R&R) 
programme and the Enhanced Thinking Skills (ETS) programme, 
which have shown moderate effectiveness in reducing recidivism 
when properly implemented.

Token Economy Systems
Based on operant conditioning principles, token economies provide 
immediate reinforcement for positive behaviours through tokens 
that can be exchanged for privileges. These systems:

Clearly define target behaviours (e.g., attending programmes, 
maintaining cleanliness)

Provide immediate feedback and reinforcement

Create a structured environment with predictable 
consequences

Gradually fade external rewards to promote intrinsic motivation

Token economies have shown effectiveness in managing 
institutional behaviour but may not generalise to post-release 
settings without additional support.

Other behaviour modification approaches used in custody include:

Therapeutic communities: Residential units where offenders live and work together to create a prosocial culture that encourages positive 
change

Skills training programmes: Focused interventions teaching specific skills like anger management, substance abuse resistance, or vocational 
abilities

Mentoring programmes: Pairing offenders with positive role models who provide guidance and support

The effectiveness of behaviour modification in custody depends on several factors, including programme integrity, staff training, institutional 
support, and appropriate matching of interventions to offenders' risk levels and needs. Meta-analyses suggest that well-implemented programmes 
can reduce recidivism by approximately 10-15%, with better results for higher-risk offenders receiving more intensive interventions.

Exam Question:
Describe how a token economy system might be implemented 
in a prison setting to modify offender behaviour. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioural programmes 
in reducing reoffending. [8 marks]



Anger Management and Restorative Justice
Beyond traditional custodial approaches, the criminal justice system has increasingly adopted specialised interventions that target specific 
criminogenic needs or take alternative approaches to justice. Anger management programmes and restorative justice represent two important 
developments in dealing with offending behaviour.

Anger Management Programmes
Anger management interventions target the emotional dysregulation 
that contributes to violent offending. These programmes typically 
include:

Cognitive restructuring: Identifying and challenging anger-
triggering thoughts

Arousal management: Teaching techniques like deep breathing 
and progressive muscle relaxation to reduce physiological arousal

Behavioural skills training: Developing assertiveness, conflict 
resolution, and communication skills

Trigger identification: Recognising situations and cues that 
provoke anger responses

Relapse prevention: Planning strategies to manage high-risk 
situations

Research on anger management programmes shows mixed results, 
with some studies finding significant reductions in violent behaviour 
while others show more modest effects. Effectiveness appears to 
depend on programme quality, participant motivation, and whether 
interventions address underlying issues like substance abuse or 
trauma.

Restorative Justice
Restorative justice represents a fundamentally different approach that 
focuses on repairing harm rather than punishing offenders. Key 
elements include:

Victim-offender mediation: Facilitated dialogue between victims 
and offenders

Family group conferencing: Involving family members and 
supporters of both victims and offenders

Sentencing circles: Community-based decision-making about 
appropriate responses to crime

Reparation agreements: Plans for offenders to make amends 
through apology, compensation, or community service

Research suggests restorative justice can increase victim satisfaction, 
reduce post-traumatic stress symptoms in victims, and promote 
offender empathy and responsibility. Some studies show modest 
reductions in recidivism, particularly for violent offenders and 
juveniles. However, restorative approaches require careful 
implementation and may not be appropriate for all types of offences 
or offenders.

Both anger management and restorative justice reflect a shift toward more psychologically informed approaches to offending behaviour. Rather 
than focusing exclusively on punishment, these interventions attempt to address underlying causes of crime and promote genuine behavioural 
change. They represent important components of a comprehensive strategy for reducing reoffending and creating safer communities.

Exam Question:
Outline the key components of an effective anger management 
programme for violent offenders. [6 marks]

Exam Question:
Evaluate the effectiveness of restorative justice approaches 
compared to traditional punitive sentencing. [8 marks]


